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Both Justin’s Dialogue W ith Trypho
and the record of Justin’s martyrdom offer
evidence bearing on whether Martyr’s alleged
Sunday worship statement is a forgery.
case for early Christian worship on
that day. The editor's verdict: (T'd
like to have Bill Shea as my physiciani, my private detectivey and my
professor of theology."
In what follows. Dr. Shea examines the Sunday worship statement
in the light of Justin Martyr's Dialogue With Trypho, the Jew, in
which Christian practices, including
Sabbath observance, are discussed.*

In PD 2003:1, the editor examined evidence set forth by Dr.
William Shea that the Sunday worship statement in Justin Martyr's
First Apology is a forgery. In arriving at this conclusion, Shea examined literary content, context, what
precedes the statement and what follows it; and similarities as well as
differences in literary style. Shea also
showed that in contrast to the
emphasis on chronology in the Sunday worship statement, Martyr pays
little or no attention to chronology in
his other works. Shea builds a credible case for his diagnosis: The Sunday emphasis is a fraud perpetrated
by someone interested in building a

*William Shea has an M.D., and a
Ph.D. in Near Eastern Studies from the
University of Michigan. Before retiring
he was Associate Director of the Biblical
Research Institute of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists.
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t was apparently at Ephesus that
them, and do not alter your mode of
Justin met Trypho and talked
living from the nations, in that you
with him. I can be even more
observe no festivals or sabbaths, and
specific: They spoke on the
do not have the rite of circumcision;
walks of Xystus, which Eusebius
and further, resting your hopes on a
locates in Ephesus. Trypho was a man that was crucified, you yet
Jew, and looked at Christianity
expect to obtain some good thing
from that perspective. The so-called
from God, while you do not observe
Dialogue actually starts out as a
his com m andm ents” (Dialogue,
monologue, in which Justin tells of
Chap. 10).
his history, the most notable feature
Trypho puts the challenge to
of which is his conversion to ChrisJustin:
tianity (Chap. 1-9). Then, begin“If, therefore, you can defend
ning with Chapter 10, the real diayourself on these points, and make it
logue begins. Justin complains that
manifest in what way you hope for
Christians are blamed because they
anything whatsoever, even though
do not follow Jewish teachings: “Is
you do not observe the law, this we
there any other matter, my friends,
[Jews] would gladly hear from you,
in which we are blamed, than this,
and we shall make other investigathat we live not after the law, and
tions” (ibid.).
are not circumcised in the flesh as
Justins defense: The old law of
your forefathers were, and do not
the Ten Commandments was just
observe sabbaths as you do?” To
Jewish; Christians have a new law in
these three accusations, he adds
Christ. He continues:
two: Christians are said to practice
“For the law promulgated on
(1) cannibalism through the Lords
Horeb is so old, and belongs to yourSupper; and (2) immorality.
selves alone; but this [the new law] is
Trypho virtually dismisses the
for all universally. Now, law placed
final two charges, but not the first
against law has abrogated that which
three, on which he concentrates. He
is before it, and a covenant which
addresses them at the beginning of
comes after in like manner has put
the dialogue because they are at the
an end to the previous one; and an
heart of Jewish/Christian differeternal and final law— namely
ences:
Christ—has been given to us, and
“But this is what we [Jews] are
the covenant is trustworthy, after
most at a loss about: that you, prowhich there shall be no law, no comfessing to be pious, and supposing
mandments, and no ordinance”
yourselves better than others, are not
(ibid., Chap. 11).
in any particular separated from
Justin then applies this principle
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to the questions about law, circumcision, and Sabbath:
“You have now need of a second
circumcision, though you glory
greatly in the flesh. The new law
requires you to keep perpetual sabbath, and you, because you are idle
for one day, suppose you are pious,
not discerning why this has been
commanded you, and if you eat
unleavened bread, you say the will of
God has been fulfilled. The Lord our
God does not take pleasure in such
observances; if there is any perjured
person or a thief among you, let him
cease to be so; if any adulterer, let
him repent; then he has kept the
sweet and true sabbaths of God”
(ibid.).
For Justin, then, keeping Sabbath
does not consist of observing the seventh day of the week without working
thereon, but of doing good deeds and
repenting of sins that are past. In this
way; one keeps a perpetual sabbath
that is no longer tied down to any one
day, but is ever ongoing in a spiritual
sense.
Justin Against Justin?
If Trypho’s statement is credited,
nothing in his words even implies
Justin was keeping Sunday. Had
Justin been observing a weekly Sunday, as Chapter 67 of his First Apology implies, Trypho surely would
notice it. Justin doesn’t even have a
law or commandments or covenant;
he doesn’t keep any sabbath or ordi-

nances or festivals. The debate raises
no question of two different days of
worship. It is one day versus no day
at all.
Are we faced, then, with an internal contradiction in the writings of
Justin? Either he is keeping Sunday,
as Chapter 67 of the Apology states,
or he is not keeping it or any other
day, as Trypho says in the Dialogue.
Do we have a case here of Justin
against Justin? Not if we acknowledge that he did not write Chapter
67 of the Apology.
But one might argue that this
dialogue occurred in Ephesus,
where Christians did not keep Sunday, whereas Justin’s First Apology
was written in Rome, where Christians, later in Justin’s career, may
have been keeping Sunday. There is
evidence against such Sunday keeping in Rome. It comes from the
record of Justin’s death, which is
found in The Martyrdom of the Holy
Martyrs. This volume includes stories of the deaths of four Christians
tutored by Martyr: Chariton,
Charites, Paeon, and Liberianus.
Like the Apology it has an apocryphal addition that tells of Justin’s
death by drinking the cup of hem lock. This he was supposed to have
been given because he was a
philosopher. However, the text
records how Justin and his fellow
martyrs died: They were scourged
and then led away to be decapitated
(Chap. 5). Though neither the date
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Chapter 67 of the Apology says that all Christians of the
countryside and the cities come together in one great assembly on
Sunday. Here Justin says he has never attended any meeting
other than in the house of Martinus, downstairs from his room.

nor the author of this work is
known, it is generally accepted as a
genuine account of the m artyrdoms.
Those Christian Assemblies
Recorded in this volume of martyrs is a defense offered by Justin to
Rusticus, the prefect who tries him
and sentences him to death. One
question that comes up has to do
with the assemblies of Christians.
Keep in mind that Chapter 67 of the
Apology has Justin saying that all
Christians of the countryside and
the cities come together in one great
assembly on Sunday. The exchange
between the two runs as follows:
Rusticus the prefect: “Where do
you assemble?” Justin: “Where each
one chooses and can: for do you
fancy that we all meet in the very
same place? Not so; because the God
of the Christians is not circumscribed by place; but being invisible,
fills heaven and earth, and everywhere is worshiped and glorified by
the faithful.” Rusticus: “Tell me
where you assemble, or into what
place do you collect your followers?”

Justin: “I live above one Martinus, at
the Timiotinian Bath; and during
the whole time (and I now live in
Rome for the second time) I am
unaware of any other meeting than
his. And if any one wished to come
to me, I communicated to him the
doctrines of truth.” Rusticus: “Are
you not then, a Christian?” Justin:
“Yes, I am a Christian.” (See The
Martyrdom of the Holy Martyrs,
Chapter 2, ANF, 1:305.)
The contrast between this statement and that of Chapter 67 of the
Apology could not be greater. That
text says that all Christians of the
countryside and the cities come
together in one great assembly on
Sunday. Here Justin says he has
never attended any meeting other
than in the house of Martinus,
downstairs from his room.
The testimony of the Martyrdom
rings true. A large gathering of
Christians on a weekly basis as is
posited by Chapter 67 of the Apology
could easily have looked threatening
to the emperor. That is why Rusticus
asked Justin about it twice.
On two grounds, then, such pub-
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Justin makes use of an unusual chronology to refer to
the day upon which Christ was resurrected: He calls it the ueighth
day ” Do his references buttress the case for second-century
Sunday worship services?

lie meetings are unlikely: First,
because they would have been interpreted as a threat to the emperor,
and second, because they probably
would have resulted in bodily harm
to the Christians who assembled,
whatever the day. For good reason,
Justin says he knows of no such public assemblies, but only the house
church where he lived. This local
meeting is compatible with the type
described in Chapters 65 and 66 of
the First Apology. It is not compatible with the type of public meeting
described in Chapter 67. Thus we
have another reason to call Chapter
67 a literary fraud.
The Eighth Day—A Sabbath?
Justin makes use of an unusual
chronology to refer to the day upon
which Christ was resurrected: He
calls it the “eighth day.” Do his references buttress the case for secondcentury Sunday worship services?
Lets examine the three passages in
which these references occur.
1. Dialogue With Trypho, Chapters 33 and 34. In this passage, Justin
returns to the issues with which the

dialogue began in Chapter 10—circumcision and observance of the
Law. In the first part of Chapter 33,
he argues that the Sabbath did not
precede Moses; therefore, the people
of that time were not obliged to
observe it. As a consequence, Christians are not obliged to observe it
either. Further justifying this position, he argues that the elements of
nature do not keep Sabbath.
Justin then turns to the subject of
circumcision. In good Pauline fashion, he argues that Abraham did not
receive righteousness because he was
circumcised, but rather circumcision was the sign of the righteousness that he had already received
from God. Circumcision cannot be
demanded of the whole human family because women, who can be just
as righteous as men, are unable to
receive circumcision. He continues
his dialogue about circumcision in
Chapter 34:
“Now, sirs,” I said, “it is possible
for us to show how the eighth day
possessed a certain mysterious
import, which the seventh day did
not possess, and which was promul-
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gated by God through these rites.
But lest I appear now to diverge to
other subjects, understand what I
say; the blood of that circumcision is
obsolete, and we trust in the blood
of salvation; there is now another
covenant, and another law has gone
forth from Zion. Jesus Christ circumcises all who will— as was
declared above with knives of stone;
that they may be a righteous nation,
a people keeping faith, holding to
the truth, and maintaining peace”
(Dialogue With Trypho, Chap. 34,
ANF, 1:206).
The purpose of his discussion
thus far does not appear to be to
establish or confirm worship on
Sunday. Rather he seeks to dispose of
circumcision and the Sabbath.
2. Dialogue With Trypho, Chapter 41. Here Justin finds a type of the
Lord’s Supper in the meal the leper
offered. Since the leper offered this
after he was cleansed, we offer the
Lord’s Supper to God as evidence of
our cleansing from sin. Then Martyr
turns to the subject of circumcision
again:
“The command of circumcision,
again, bidding [them] always circumcise the children on the eighth
day, was a type of the true circumcision, by which we are circumcised
from deceit and iniquity through
Him who rose from the dead on the
first day after the Sabbath [namely
through] our Lord Jesus Christ. For
the first day after the Sabbath, being

the first of all the days, is called,
however, the eighth, according to
the number of all of the days of the
cycle, and [yet] it remains the first”
(ANF. Chap. 41, 1:215, utilizing the
marginal reading from footnote 7).
Once again, Justin argues that
the eighth day of circumcision symbolizes our spiritual circumcision
and cleansing. The event that facilitates spiritual circumcision is the
resurrection of Christ, which also
occurred on that eighth day. The
eighth day could be reckoned according to a normal human cycle, as
he says, but it could also be reckoned
spiritually the first of all the days
thereafter. This does not mean Sunday is to be celebrated on a weekly
basis. It means exactly the opposite.
After the resurrection of Christ, all the
days are the same. They are the spiritual and perpetual Sabbath keeping
that occurs when anyone repents or
when a Christian does good works.
All days after the Resurrection,
according to Justin, have been
smoothed out into one great spiritual continuum. There is no day
above another, neither Sabbath nor
Sunday.
3. Dialogue With Trypho, Chapter 138. In this part of his Dialogue
With Trypho, Justin draws out
lessons from the experiences of
Noah. He refers to the eight persons
in the ark and indicates that he
believes that this typifies the eighth
day upon which Christ was resur-
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We acknowledge that the flood story of Genesis tells us there were
eight people in the ark, but it would be difficult for us to say
that each one of those persons stood for a day and the total took us
to the eighth day. Only in a vague, general sense can the wood
of the ark be compared with the wood of the cross, in that both were
instruments of deliverance.

rected and delivered the human race
from sin, just as Noah delivered the
seven with him in the ark.
Justin draws several lessons from
Noah’s experience. The wood of the
ark prefigured the wood of the cross.
One saved the eight persons in the
ark, and the other saved all who
come to him after he came forth on
the eighth day. Aside from the
strained nature of the topology here,
there is no warrant for Sunday keeping in this passage. On the contrary,
the eight people in the ark do not
prefigure the Christian keeping of
Sunday. They only prefigure one
event that happened once, when
Christ came forth from the tomb, so
that he could now minister to us and
become the head of a new, regenerated race, just as Noah became the
father of all human beings on the
Earth after him.
The Product of Another Hand
Why do the eighth-day references
occur only in Justin s Dialogue With
Trypho, not in either of his Apologies

to the emperor? Because only
Trypho the Jew, being familiar with
the Scriptures, would understand
the illustration from which the
eighth-day lessons were drawn.
Trypho knows infants are to be circumcised on the eighth day of their
life, but the emperor probably does
not; Trypho knows the Hebrew
Scriptures say there were only eight
persons in the ark, but the emperor
probably would not know that fact.
Thus the typological illustrations
used for the eighth day are meaningful only for a Jew.
None of these typologies are
meaningful to us today. We agree that
spiritually speaking, we need to be
circumcised of heart, but the eighth
day, on which literal, physical circumcision took place, is no longer
very meaningful to Christians. We
acknowledge that the flood story of
Genesis tells us there were eight people in the ark, but it would be difficult for us to say that each one of
those persons stood for a day and the
total took us to the eighth day. Only
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in a vague, general sense can the
wood of the ark be compared with
the wood of the cross, in that both
were instruments of deliverance.
According to Justin, the circumcision performed on that eighth day
represents what Christ does for us,
not what we do for Christ. It represents his circumcision of our hard
heart, not our service to him on the
eighth day. In Noahs case, the deliverance of eight people in the ark represents our deliverance by Christ
with his resurrection on the eighth
day. Again, it is something Christ
does for us, not what we do for
Christ. There is no warrant here for

TESTING

THE

keeping a weekly eighth day, for our
circumcision of the heart takes place
on any day at any time, no longer on
the old physical and literal eighth
day. The theology expressed here is
in harmony with what Justin has
said elsewhere in his dialogue with
Trypho: There is no warrant for keeping any day Sabbath or Sunday for
all have spiritually become the same
since the death and resurrection of
Christ. This theology argues against
the idea that Justin would have
taught that the Christians in Rome
in his time were keeping Sunday.
That passage in the Apology is the
product of another hand.
□

S P I R I T ’ S MOVEMENT

i f the people are not them selves
seeking to determ ine the Word o f God in the tangle o f their ind ividual and shared lives, how can they discern the accuracy and adequacy o f the theologian’s interpretation o f that Word for the group?
The church as a group, as a gathering o f believers, m ust test the
Spirit’s m o v em en t.. . . If only one is interpreting, then the process
fails. In such an atm osphere, both false prophecy and dem agoguery
flourish.— L u k e T im o th y J o h n s o n , Scripture and Discernment.
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